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Laub and Sampson’s latest offering breaks new ground in longitudinal criminological research 
and has been recognised with the 2003 Hindelang Award1. Building on the Gluecks’ data2 and 
their previous research (Sampson & Laub, 1993) they have followed a sample of men from an 
average age of 14 through to late adulthood (61–69 years). No other criminological research 
has followed a sample for this length of time. As the title suggests, one of the central 
arguments of the book is that not all children who start out in adverse social environments 
and exhibit an early onset of offending behaviour continue with persistent offending across 
the life-course.  
 
This short review considers how Shared beginnings, divergent lives affects our understanding 
of offending across the life-course. Laub and Sampson’s findings are discussed in the context 
social control theory and typological approaches. Also highlighted is the importance of turning 
points in understanding the desistence and persistence of offending. Firstly though discussion 
will turn to the major strength of the research: the data obtained by Laub and Sampson’s 
follow-up of the Gluecks’ delinquent boys from the 1940s. 
 
Finding the men 
In chapter 4, Finding the Men, the authors describe the process involved in tracing their 
subjects. To build on the Glueck’s data, Laub and Sampson conducted extensive state and 
national criminal history record searches (p. 63) and death records searches (p. 65). These 
data were complemented with life-history interviews of 52 men using a stratified sampling 
technique (p. 69). At the time of the data collection, the men were in their late sixties. The 
                                            
1 The Hindelang Award is awarded annually by the American Society of Criminology for the book that makes the 
most outstanding contribution to research in criminology.  
2 From 1940–65 the Gluecks surveyed 500 delinquent males who were at an average age of 14, 25 and 32 
years of age (see Glueck & Glueck, 1950, 1968). 
authors successfully blend a diverse range of methods of data collection and analysis. The 
life-history narratives complement the criminal history data by providing a richness and insight 
into the lives of offenders that is not recorded when using more traditional quantitative 
approaches. 
 
As those involved in longitudinal research will know and others will appreciate, tracing 
individuals over time is a difficult and resource intensive task. In criminological research there 
is often the added complexity, highlighted by Laub and Sampson, that the people we want to 
talk to often do not want to be found and if found, do not want to talk to us. The chapter gives 
the reader an appreciation of the lengths that the authors went to gather their data. In doing 
so, they capture the human side of both the research process and their subjects.  
 
Laub and Sampson are also constrained by the data they have inherited. Although they argue 
that “the fundamental causes of offending are the same for all persons” (p. 37) it should be 
remembered that the Gluecks’ collected data on boys in reform school. This means that there 
are no measures from the time of the birth of the child or early childhood. They are 
additionally constrained by the high risk nature of their sample and consequent lack of 
population level data on which to make their comparisons. It is important to consider the 
extent to which data on 500 men, incarcerated in reform schools during their adolescence, 
can be generalised to females and the broader population. 
 
Social control theory and typological approaches 
Building on the social control theory presented in Crime in the Making, Laub and Sampson 
offer a “revised and expanded age-graded theory of informal social control as a means of 
understanding onset, continuation, and desistence from criminal behavior" (p. 35). They focus 
on the structural sources of desistence and persistence of offending by focusing on ‘turning 
points’ in the lives of the individuals they studied. Their original theory is expanded to take 
human agency, situational influences and contexts and the historical context into 
consideration (p. 54).  
 
The book’s central research question is “what are the mechanisms underlying the processes 
of persistent offending and desistence from crime?” (p. 38). In answering this, Laub and 
Sampson challenge developmental theorists’ typological approaches to understanding 
antisocial behaviour across the lifecourse by “reject[ing] the idea of determinism and lawful 
predictability from childhood factors” (p. 34). 3 They present a theoretical commitment to ideas 
of social malleability across the lifecourse and a focus on the constancy of change.  
 
Laub and Sampson are sceptical of typological approaches to understanding offending across 
the life-course. They focus on Moffitt’s research and argue that the theoretical basis of her 
life-course persistent4 typological approach (see Moffitt, Caspi, Dickson, Silva, & Stanton, 
1996) is flawed because eventually all offenders desist. An interesting oversight in their 
discussion of Moffitt’s typologies is the recovery group — those individuals who start out as 
being the most antisocial (empirically identical to the life course persisters) and desist from 
being so. More recent research shows that this adolescent recovery group demonstrate low-
level persistence in adult anti-social behaviour (Moffitt, Caspi, Harrington, & Milne, 2002) in 
much the same way as Laub and Sampson’s ‘desisters’ (p. 91).  
 
Offending trajectories 
Laub and Sampson were not able to predict differences amongst the men in their sample 
based on childhood factors (p. 110). This is not surprising given their relatively homogenous 
original sample of reform school boys aged 10-17. Moffitt developed her typologies on data 
taken from an unselected birth cohort, measured from when the children were 3 years old. 
Laub and Sampson attempted to identify similar typological groupings within an offender 
sample whose measurement began as late as adolescence. Just as important as studying 
offending is studying the differences between offenders and non-offenders — this is one of 
the strengths of typological approaches that employ population level data.  
 
Also important in understanding offending across the life-course are adequate and early 
measures of childhood behaviour. Tremblay presented an interesting analogy comparing the 
measurement of life-course development, to mapping the topography of the USA from the 
west to east coast: “when we study the life-course … if we start at age 7, we are in Denver 
standing with our back to the Rocky Mountains and the Great Divide” (Tremblay, 2003). 
                                            
3 The degree to which it can be argued that developmental criminologists believe in ‘determinism’ and ‘lawful 
predictability’ from childhood factors is debatable. 
4 Life-course persisters are those individuals who start out as the most antisocial in childhood and continue to be 
the most antisocial in adolescence and adulthood. 
Perhaps another reason Laub and Sampson were unable to find any predictive measures 
from childhood was because by the time the Gluecks started measuring these boys they were 
already ‘in Denver’ — in fact by age 14, the average age at entry to the study, they could 
have even reached Kansas! The point here is that to understand the impact of childhood 
factors, researchers need to consider events shaping the entire life-course. This requires 
population level data with measurement from as early as the pre-natal period. 
 
Few would disagree with Laub and Sampson’s proposal that desistence is a general process 
(p. 98) — Quetelet’s (1833) age-crime curve is widely accepted — but in the context of 
Tremblay’s analogy, Laub and Sampson’s high risk sample is travelling at the highest altitude 
and have a much bumpier ride (Tremblay, 2003). One of their main arguments against 
typological approaches is that they “see no evidence of a group that, prospectively at least, 
continues to offend throughout the lifecourse” (see also p. 113). This is an interesting 
conclusion to draw from their data that show 43 per cent of the men were arrested after the 
age of 40 (p. 91). Not only is this arrest data unable to capture all offending and antisocial 
behaviour5, their findings highlight a pattern of persistence of childhood offending as strongly 
as they demonstrate desistence. Perhaps as suggested earlier, this group better exemplifies 
Moffitt’s ‘recoveries’, rather than a group of ‘desisters’?  
 
Turning points, desisters and persisters 
Laub and Sampson explain desistence and persistence of offending in the context of turning 
points such as marriage and spouses, military service, reform school and change in 
residential neighbourhood.6 The importance of ‘criminogenic environments’ is highlighted 
when they talk about turning points causing the “knifing off” (p. 145) of individual offenders 
from the immediate environment. It is argued that the turning points bring about a change in 
and structure to routine activities (p. 146 and 149), allow for identify transformation (p. 149) 
and also provide sources of supervision and social support. These factors facilitate social 
control and ultimately lead to desistence from offending behaviour. 
 
                                            
5 Laub and Sampson argue that the breadth in type of offences recorded as well as the high number of offences 
recorded invalidates the argument that the men in their sample could have been engaged in a wide range of 
antisocial behaviour that has not been detected by the authorities (p. 111).  
6 Although employment was not identified by the men as a turning point, Laub and Sampson draw on examples 
from the narratives that demonstrate the ways that employment can sustain desistence (p. 129). 
Persistent offending can also be understood in the context of turning points. Laub and 
Sampson argue that while persisters have similar delinquency and IQ scores to the desisters, 
they spend less time married, working and in the military (p. 151). In fact for some of their 
persistent offenders, typical turning points backfire, leaving the men worse off than when they 
started (p. 174). Persistent offending occurs in the context of the desire for fast money (p. 
179), alienation (p. 182), rejection and defiance of authority (p. 183), and the view of the 
criminal justice system (p. 184) and society/the world more generally as unfair or corrupt (p. 
186). 
 
Summary  
Although Laub and Sampson reject typological approaches to explaining offending across the 
life-course, this book joins a growing body of research that shows that not all children who 
start out in adverse environments and exhibit an early onset of antisocial and offending 
behaviour continue on that trajectory throughout the life-course. However their data also show 
patterns of low level persistence of offending throughout much of the lifecourse. Laub and 
Sampson highlight the importance of turning points. Using their rich life-history data they 
demonstrate how the same turning points can lead to persistence or desistence depending on 
the individual experience of these turning points.  
 
Current typological researchers do not have the data needed to test the findings of Laub and 
Sampson. Even if they continue to follow their current samples, it will be many more decades 
until Moffitt and other researchers will have data on early childhood through to late adulthood. 
As these data from population level samples become available, researchers will be able to 
consider the findings of Laub and Sampson by focussing not only on offenders but also non-
offenders. Also important to consider will be the turning points in the lives of antisocial 
females. It may be that they have similar turning points but experience these turning points in 
qualitatively different ways. These data will also need to consider broader antisocial behaviour 
that may be more persistent and unmeasured in Laub and Sampson’s reliance on official 
statistics. 
 
The life-history accounts presented in this book make the experiences of offenders ‘real’ and 
provide an insight into the lives of offenders. The varied experiences of the same turning 
points highlight the diversity and complexity of individual trajectories and challenge the 
simplification of these diverse experiences into typological groupings. This research will be a 
compelling read to anyone interested in understanding offending across the life-course.  
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